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Abstract 


Leopold Amery (1873-1955) is best-known as a lifelong champion of imperial 
preference and empire unity, and was an important figure in the Conservative 
party during the first half of the twentieth century. Yet Amery was also a man 
with an extraordinary secret, which this article explores. Amery’s mother 
Elisabeth Leitner (née Saphir) was Jewish. Amery went to extraordinary lengths 
to conceal his Jewish background, which was unknown until recently. Yet 
Amery might also be described as a ‘secret Jew, who frequently used his 
influence on behalf of Jewish causes. He was the real author of the Balfour 
Declaration of 1917. Most remarkably and tragically, his eldest son John Amery 
(1912-45) was a wartime Nazi who was hanged for treason. 


LEOPOLD AMERY (1873-1955) is remembered as a leading Conservative 
politician and cabinet minister during the first half of the twentieth century. 
A product of Harrow, Balliol and All Souls, he is best known as a lifelong 
supporter of Joseph Chamberlain’s scheme for a high tariff wall around the 
whole British empire and of later proposals for ‘tariff reform’. In May 1940 
he was instrumental in bringing down Neville Chamberlain’s government 
with his famous speech in parliament which quoted Cromwell’s ‘In the name 
of God, go’. On 18 December 1945 his elder son John Amery was hanged for 
treason at Wandsworth prison as a wartime Nazi. In 1953-5 he published a 
fine three-volume autobiography, My Political Life, and his second son Julian 
Amery (later Baron Amery of Lustleigh, 1919-96) was a prominent 
Conservative minister under Macmillan and Heath. 

Leopold Amery was also a man with an extraordinary secret, possibly the 
most remarkable example of concealment of identity in twentieth-century 
British political history. He stated in his autobiography that his mother, 
Elisabeth Leitner Amery, was part of a ‘stream of Hungarian exiles’ who 
emigrated after the 1848 revolution, fleeing to Constantinople, and even- 
tually to England. That Amery’s mother was a ‘Hungarian’ has appeared in 
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every biographical entry on him, including his notice in the Dictionary of 
National Biography.’ It is, nonetheless, untrue. Amery’s mother was Jewish. 
Leopold Amery was well aware of this fact and went to extraordinary lengths 
to conceal it, such that it has remained unknown until now. Amery’s real 
name, given in every source as Leopold Charles Maurice Stennett Amery, was 
actually Leopold Charles Moritz Stennett Amery. While hiding his Jewish 
identity, Amery nevertheless became a lifelong philo-semite and pro-Zionist 
who used his influence on behalf of Jewish causes whenever he could. Amery 
was the actual author of the final draft of the Balfour Declaration. He was 
highly significant in helping to create the Jewish Legion, the forerunner of 
what later became the Israeli army. As Dominions Secretary in the mid 
nineteen-twenties, he sympathetically presided over a seminal period in the 
peaceful growth of the Jewish community in Palestine. 

Leopold Amery’s father, Charles Frederick (1833-1901), came of an old 
West Country family and was serving as an official in the Indian Forestry 
Commission when Leopold Amery was born in Gorakhpur in India in 1873. 
Information about Leopold Amery’s mother is provided in only one 
published source, Amery’s autobiography. Amery here engages in deliberate 
and elaborate, but clever and effective, dissimulation about his mother and 
her family. Although the reader is told the name of the mother’s step-father 
(Dr. J. M. Leitner, a British subject of Austrian origin’), Amery does not 
disclose his mother’s name at birth.” He says nothing whatever about her real 
father or other relatives. While Amery must, according to this account, have 
had dozens of Hungarian relatives, they are never mentioned in his three- 


1 Dictionary of National Biography Supplement, 1951-60, pp. 16-19. 

? In his autobiography, My Political Life, i: England Before the Storm, 1896-1914 (1953), p. 25, Amery 
states that ‘My mother, Elisabeth Leitner, was adopted in early childhood by her stepfather, Dr. J. M. 
Leitner, a British subject of Austrian origin who had studied medicine in Scotland and had originally 
gone out to Turkey as a medical missionary’. Virtually every part of this statement appears to be 
misleading. Johann Moritz Leitner (1800-61) came from an Orthodox Jewish family in Hungary 
and, according to his close friend the Rev. H. A. Stern, ‘was destined . . . for the rabbinical chair’ by 
his father. Practising as a military physician for the Austrian government in Constantinople, he was, 
in about 1844, converted to Protestantism and, in 1853, became a ‘medical missionary’ amongst 
Turkish Jews and Muslims (W. T. Gidney, The History of the London Society for Promoting Christianity 
Amongst the Jews, from 1809 to 1908 (1908), pp. 383-4). There is no evidence that he had studied 
medicine in Scotland. There is no evidence that he was ever naturalized as a British subject. He was 
not of Austrian origin. He had not ‘gone out to Turkey as a medical missionary’. This pattern of 
dissimulation about his background is an ubiquitous characteristic of Amery’s autobiographical 
writing, even concerning trivial facts—for instance, that J. M. Leitner was naturalized—whenever 
anything touching on his Jewish origins is discussed. This should be contrasted with Amery’s well- 
deserved reputation as a completely honest politician. Since Elisabeth Amery’s stepfather was 
apparently never naturalized, Amery’s mother remained an Austro-Hungarian citizen until she 
married Charles Frederick Amery on 30 Jan. 1873, just 10 months before Amery was born on 
22 Nov. 1873. In his autobiography Amery states incorrectly that his parents were ‘married at the 
end of 1872’ (My Political Life, p. 27). On her marriage licence (the marriage took place at St. 
Marylebone parish church), Elisabeth Leitner states that her father was ‘Johann Moritz Leitner, 
M.D... This is certainly false, as her surname at birth, according to her divorce proceedings, was 
Saphir. Her 3rd son, an army officer who was killed in the First World War, was named Harold 
François Saphir Amery. 
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volume autobiography. Amery’s mother’s step-father and her brother G. W. 
Leitner are referred to only by the initials of their forenames. Together with 
a number of other similar clues, and what I had already known of Amery’s 
remarkable philo-semitism from a history of the Anglo-Jewish community 
which I wrote in 1996, it seemed likely, although not certain, that Amery’s 
mother was Jewish. This indeed proved to be the case. Amery’s mother, 
Elisabeth Johanna Saphir (c.1841-1908), was born to a Jewish family in Pest 
(subsequently part of Budapest, and containing the city’s Jewish quarter). 
Saphir (also spelled ‘Sapier’, ‘Sapir’ and ‘Safire’, meaning sapphire; ‘Saperstein’ 
is also a variant) is a common Ashkenazi Jewish name. Her father was named 
Leopold Saphir (or Sapier) while her mother (whose dates were c.1812-1879) 
was named Marie Henriette Herzberg? (Leopold Amery was thus evidently 
named for his maternal grandfather, a Budapest Jew.) Marie Henriette’s 
husband died when Elisabeth Saphir was a child, and her mother then 
married Johann Moritz Leitner (1800-61). Elisabeth Amery and her elder 
brother Gottlieb Wilhelm were thereafter invariably known as Leitner. 

The Saphirs were a distinguished family of highly assimilated Hungarian 
Jews, remarkable for their intellectual abilities. The man who was Elisabeth 
Amery’s uncle, in all likelihood her father’s eldest brother, Moritz (originally 
Moses) Gottlieb Saphir (1795-1858)—to whom Leopold Amery bore a 
startling resemblance—was born to a Yiddish-speaking Orthodox family in 
a small town near Budapest. The son of a merchant, he attended a yeshivah at 
Pressburg (now Bratislava) and later an advanced yeshivah of Rabbi Samuel 
Landau in Prague. Contact with German language and culture led him to 
abandon traditional Judaism and to write German verse and Yiddish comedy. 
He became notorious for his satire, often of a radical nature, and hurriedly 
left Vienna, Berlin and Munich when he came to the attention of the 
authorities. He was briefly associated with Heinrich Heine in Paris. 

In 1832 Moritz Saphir was baptized as a Lutheran, and became increas- 
ingly conservative. Like so many acculturated Jews of the time, he had great 
difficulties with his background and in later life referred to his Jewish origin 
as ‘a birth deformity, corrected by a baptismal operation’. Between 1837 and 
1866 he was the editor of two influential German non-political satirical 
magazines published in Vienna, Der Humorist and Humoristiche-Volkskalender, 
and also wrote a wide variety of poems, comedies, short stories and novels 


> Birth certificate of Gottlieb [Wilhelm] Saphir, registered with the Budapest Jewish community. 
Iam most grateful indeed to Gustav Zoltai, managing director of the Hungarian Jewish community, 
for procuring this for me. On his birth certificate Gottlieb Saphir’s surname was spelled ‘Sapier’, but 
there is no doubt that the name was generally spelled ‘Saphir’ by his family. ‘Marie’ and ‘Henriette’ 
were extremely common female forenames among assimilated central European Jews of this time, 
possibly to indicate an affinity with the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution (see 
D. Bering, The Stigma of Names: Antisemitism in German Daily Life, 1812-1933 (Cambridge, 1992), 
pp. 70-1). In her will, drawn up in 1898, Elisabeth Amery left a small bequest to ‘Emma Schönberger 
my cousin’s daughter’. Johanna Schénberger, of Canonbury, the sister of the Rev. Adolph Saphir, was 
the wife of the Rev. Charles Andrew Schénberger. Elisabeth Amery also left small bequests to ‘my 
godson Charles Neuman of Hamburg’ and ‘to my godson August Friedrich Weiss of Southborough, 
Tunbridge Wells’. 


© Institute of Historical Research 2000. 


178 THE SECRET OF LEOPOLD AMERY 


which had a considerable following in German-speaking central Europe. A 
twenty-six-volume edition of Saphir’s collected works appeared in the late 
nineteenth century. In spite of his alienation from Judaism, Saphir is regarded 
as a significant figure in the cultural life of nineteenth-century Jewry and is 
mentioned in many histories of the Haskalah (the so-called Jewish En- 
lightenment’) in central Europe.* His nephew Sigmund Saphir (1806-66) was 
a notable editor of German-language newspapers in Budapest. 

Another of Moritz Saphir’s nephews (the son of his brother Israel Saphir, a 
merchant in Budapest), Adolph Saphir (1831-91), also had a notable and most 
unusual career. In 1843 he and his parents were converted to Protestantism 
by—of all things—the Mission to the Jews of the Free Church of Scotland. 
Shortly thereafter his father sent him to Edinburgh to begin the process of 
being trained as a Free Church of Scotland minister. He also attended a 
gymnasium in Berlin and received a B.A. from the University of Glasgow and 
a D.D. from the Free Church College, Edinburgh. From 1854 he served as a 
Free Church conversionist missionary to the Jews, chiefly in the London area. 
From 1880 until his death he was minister at the Presbyterian church in 
Notting Hill and wrote widely on theological questions. He remained close 
to central European rabbis and to a group of converted Jews in England. His 
theological writings were regarded as so important that he has a biographical 
notice in the Dictionary of National Biography. 

Elisabeth Amery’s elder brother, Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner (né Saphir) 
(1840-99), was in many respects the most interesting member of this unusual 
family. Also born in Budapest, and educated at Constantinople, he showed an 
incredible facility for learning languages and, at the age of fifteen, was 
appointed an official interpreter to the British forces in the Crimea—with the 
honorary rank of colonel! At the age of nineteen he became lecturer in 
Arabic, Turkish and modern Greek at King’s College London, and at the age 
of twenty-one became its Professor of Arabic with Mahommedan Law. Most 
of his adult life was spent in India, where he founded the Punjab University 
and also established and edited the journal Indian Public Opinion; Rudyard 
Kipling served under him as assistant editor. In 1876 Leitner, who knew 
more than twenty languages, provided Disraeli with the famous Hindustani 
translation of Queen Victoria’s new title, Empress (or Emperor) of India— 
Kaisar-i-Hind. (As an arch-imperialist and holder of the position of Secretary 
of State for India, it must have been particularly galling for Leopold Amery 
not to be able to draw due attention to his eminent uncle’s achievement.) 
Back in England, he opened a private college for Indian students at Woking, 
in the process founding England’s first mosque. Although Leitner stated in 
his application for naturalization in 1862 that he was ‘a member of the 
Church of England’, he was widely regarded as Jewish. His obituary appeared 
in the Jewish Chronicle newspaper upon his death in 1899, and entries on him 

* On Saphir see his entries in the Encyclopædia Judaica, xiv (Jerusalem, 1972), cols. 854-5, and in 
Literatur Lexikon, ed. W. Killy (15 vols., Gutersloh, 1988-93), x. 132-3. 

5 D.NB.,, xvii. 788. 
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are also to be found in the Jewish Encyclopedia and in Anglo-Jewish Notabilities, 
a standard reference work. According to his Jewish Chronicle obituary, 
speaking to another Jewish linguist shortly before his death he ‘did not 
conceal his Jewish origin, but forbore to furnish information as to his precise 
religious belief, leaving it doubtful whether he sympathised more with 
Christianity, Islam or Judaism’. Leitner’s wife, Olympia Caroline Schwaab, 
whom he married in Frankfurt, was probably also of Jewish descent.’ 
Elisabeth Amery was, as well, part of a group of central European Jews in 
London of Hungarian or German origin who had converted to Protestantism 
chiefly through the missionary activities of British conversionist ministers in 
central Europe and, as a result, migrated to Britain, living in or near St. John’s 
Wood. Apart from her Saphir relatives, these included families named 
Leitner, Schénberger and Weiss to whom she was certainly or probably 
related. Elisabeth Amery was herself an Anglican. Leopold Amery was 
baptized in India early in 1874 by another remarkable man of the same 
circle, the Rev. Henry Aaron Stern (1820-85), a close friend and obituarist of 
Dr. J. M. Leitner. A German-born Jew who had converted to Anglicanism 
and became an Anglican conversionist missionary to Jews and Muslims, Stern 
led an extraordinarily colourful life which included being imprisoned and 
tortured by the Emperor Theodore of Abyssinia (for insulting the emperor’s 
mother), and then being rescued, together with other British missionaries, in 
1868 by a British military expedition led by Sir Robert Napier.* Stern 
apparently made a special trip to India to baptize the son of his old friend’s 
step-daughter. While Leopold Amery stated in his autobiography that his 
mother was ‘deeply religious’ and ‘brought up in a somewhat narrowly 
evangelical circle’,’ nevertheless, in ethnic terms Leopold Amery’s mother was 
of purely Jewish descent, and thus, according to Orthodox Jewish law and 
tradition, Leopold Amery was himself a Jew. All the evidence suggests that 
this was, for Amery, no minor genealogical curiosity but one of the central 
obsessions of his life. Amery went to extraordinary and remarkable lengths to 
conceal this fact, which has been unknown to historians until now. I should 


é The Jewish Encyclopedia (12 vols., 1901-6), vii. 675; Anglo-Jewish Notabilities: their Arms and 
Testamentary Dispositions (1949), P. 39. 

” The only recent extended biographical sketch of G. W. Leitner is ‘A mistake to take any notice 
of him: Dr. G. W. Leitner’, in J. Keay, Eccentric Travellers (1982), pp. 183-209, dealing mainly with 
Leitner’s travels to the remote parts of India and the Himalayas. Keay was completely unaware of 
Leitner’s relationship to Amery, and notes the obscurity of his origins: ‘Born in Budapest of German 
parents .. . His date of birth is uncertain but was probably in 1839. Like many self-publicists Leitner 
managed to keep his personal life very personal. We know nothing of his parents, of why they 
moved from Hungary, or of what sort of education young Gottlieb received’ (ibid., p. 184). Keay also 
claims that in his career ‘sadly Leitner’s was a genius untempered by judgement’; he never knew 
when to stop. ‘If studying a language meant studying a people, then . . . Leitner appointed himself 
spokesman for the entire native community . . . [He had] that unique combination of conceit, 
acrimony and exhibitionism which characterised the notorious “Leitnerian outburst” . . .’ (ibid., 
p- 187). Somewhat similar comments were made throughout his career about Leopold Amery. 

8 D.N.B., xviii. 1082-4. 

° Amery, My Political Life, i. 28. 
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also note that I have been unable to discover a shred of evidence in any 
source that Amery had any Magyar Hungarian ancestors or relatives of any 
kind. It seems virtually certain that Amery invented this out of the whole 
cloth in order further to conceal his Jewish background. Indeed, Hungary 
appears to have been the one European country in which Amery took 
virtually no interest whatever, referring to it in his autobiography only on 
rare occasions. 

Amery’s mother had, moreover, a much more important formative role in 
raising her son than was common in many middle-class Victorian house- 
holds. Elisabeth Amery returned from India with her young children in 1877. 
At that point, according to Amery’s autobiography, ‘something—my mother 
always attributed it to a severe sunstroke—seems to have affected my father’s 
balance’."” Amery’s father then took up farming in Canada, editing Funk and 
Wagnall’s dictionary in New York, and gold mining in British Guiana, where 
he died in 1901. ‘Left almost penniless, my mother in the end had no 
recourse but to divorce in order to retain the control of her children’! Once 
again, Amery was here being quite disingenuous, for his parents’ divorce, 
instituted in December 1882 and granted in November 1885, was unusually 
sordid and bitter. In her petition, Elisabeth Amery maintained that her 
husband had ‘since the month of November 1879 committed adultery’ with a 
woman named Clara Zupansky, and since January 1880 ‘at Vienna, at 
Montreal in Canada and elsewhere’ had ‘lived and cohabited with her’ 
and, as well, had ‘frequently committed adultery with divers [sic] women’. 
(The Zupanskys—also spelled Zabanski—were yet another family of converted 
central European Jews who moved in the same circles as the Saphirs and 
Leitners; indeed Clara Zupansky may well have been a relative of Elisabeth 
Amery.”) Charles Amery had, as of June 1882, ‘deserted your petitioner for 
two years and upward without reasonable excuse’. In response, Charles 
Amery stated that ‘the adultery was connived at by [the] petitioner, and 
conduced to by her wilful desertion of [the] respondent’, and that Elisabeth 
Amery had ‘established an intimacy with’ a Chancery Lane barrister named 
William Fooks. Through her solicitors, Elisabeth Amery specifically denied 
these charges. (However, in her will she left twenty pounds to William 
Fooks.) Elisabeth Amery then turned to three persons in Vienna who 
allegedly had direct knowledge of her husband’s adultery, one of whom, 
Gustave Zupansky, filed an affidavit to this effect which was accepted by the 
divorce court. In November 1885 she was granted a divorce and custody of 
her three children. Charles Amery apparently played little or no further part 
in Leopold’s life. He seemingly did not pay for his son’s education, which was 


Amery, My Political Life, i. 28. 

" Thid. 

12 Gidney, p. 364. Gidney states that ‘J. Zabankski [sic] another of the [London] Society’s students’ 
was sent to Balat in 1863 to assist Dr. G. W. Leitner’s successor, C. S. Neumann. ‘Balat’ is presumably 
Balaltah or Shechem, near Nablus, on the Palestinian West Bank. At the time this was, of course, in 
the Ottoman empire. 
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made possible only because Elisabeth Amery ‘denied herself the comfort of 
having any home for herself, and lived, through all the time we were at 
school, in lodgings and boarding-houses, or in cheap hotels abroad’. “What I 
lost in a father’s guidance . . . was more than made up for me by the gifts and 
rare personality of my mother’, Amery wrote in his autobiography.” It is, 
indeed, unclear whether Leopold Amery ever set eyes upon his father after 
his early childhood. 

Why did Amery decide to bury his Jewish origins so completely? The 
obvious reason is fear of anti-semitism, but this needs to be heavily 
contextualized. Britain was not Germany or Russia, and had little overt 
anti-semitism, especially of the virulent kind found in most of the continent. 
Jews were a small, low-profile minority who were, if anything, widely 
respected, even admired, and often regarded as a legitimate Dissenting sect of 
a kind. There was plainly far more anti-Catholicism than anti-semitism in 
late Victorian Britain, and most opinion-leaders actively deplored anti- 
semitic outbursts in Europe such as the pogroms in czarist Russia. Although 
prominent in the City of London, Jews obviously did not ‘dominate’ the 
British economy. They were not strongly associated with the radical left, nor 
were they grossly over-represented in the professions and the press, as was 
the case throughout Europe. British Protestantism had discarded the anti- 
semitic religious imagery of Catholic Europe with the Reformation, and 
many Dissenting sects viewed themselves as quasi-‘Hebrews’, showing a 
strong affinity with the Old Testament. Five Jews sat in British cabinets 
between 1909 and 1939, while several others held ministerial positions. There 
is little or no compelling evidence that the right wing of the Conservative 
party was anti-semitic, except perhaps for a few years after the 1917 Russian 
Revolution, and there was no persisting or significant tradition of political 
anti-semitism in modern Britain. Indeed, when Sir Oswald Mosley turned to 
overt anti-semitism in 1934, this probably did more than any other single 
factor to move him and the British Union of Fascists beyond the pale. It is, 
therefore, extremely difficult to see how knowledge of the fact that Leopold 
Amery’s mother was Jewish could have done any harm to the careers he 
successfully pursued in journalism and politics. 

While a full explanation for Amery’s behaviour may never fully be 
known, one can point to four reasons why Amery hid his Jewish origins so 
completely. At some stage in his youth, Amery adopted ‘Maurice’ as one of 
his middle names, rather than ‘Moritz’, his legal name at birth. Ame 
entered Harrow in September 1887 already using ‘Maurice’ in his full name 
and it is likely that he had already taken the decision to do everything 
possible to bury his Jewish past at this point, or possibly earlier, at boarding 
school in Folkestone. Harrow may well have had an undercurrent of anti- 
semitism, but as an institution it was certainly not overtly anti-semitic. The 
Harrow alumni handbook reveals that there were at least fifteen Jewish 


1 My Political Life, i. 31, 28. 
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students at Harrow contemporaneously with Amery, among them a Roths- 
child and an array of boys with names like Goldschmidt, Levy, Oppenheim 
and Wertheimer. Indeed, Harrow had long been known as the ultra-elite 
school for the sons of ‘new money’, in contrast to Eton’s old-moneyed more 
aristocratic ambience. Probably more salient were several other factors. As an 
adult, Amery was only five feet four inches in height (it was often said that 
he might well have become prime minister if he had been six inches taller). 
At a school where his contemporaries did not necessarily value these 
achievements, Amery was the cleverest boy in the school, effortlessly 
winning prize after prize and three scholarships. While many of his 
classmates were the sons of cabinet ministers, aristocrats, millionaires, 
bishops and generals, Amery’s father was a minor official in the Indian 
Forestry Commission who had deserted his family, wandered around the 
globe with his mistress, and been divorced by his wife. Being Jewish in 
addition may well have seemed to Amery to be one handicap too many and, 
moreover, the easiest one to discard, by a minor change of name and a 
combination, as required, of terminological inexactitudes and selective 
amnesia. Secondly, because of his relatives’ conversions to Protestantism, 
Amerty’s precise religio-ethnic status was deeply confused. If his mother and 
her family had been practising Jews, it would seem less likely that Amery 
would have hidden this fact. But a family of Jews who had converted to 
Protestantism (and included among them a prominent Free Church of 
Scotland minister) made Amery’s status so peculiar, complex and probably 
embarrassing that it seemed far more satisfactory simply to bury the whole 
issue as a classic skeleton in the cupboard. Thirdly, Elisabeth Amery was 
extremely ambitious for her children, especially her remarkably clever eldest 
son. ‘For her children she was keenly ambitious,“ Amery wrote in his 
autobiography, and, as noted, she made enormous sacrifices to send all her 
sons to Harrow. As a foreigner, she might well have regarded any hint of 
alienness as a distinct handicap, and have encouraged Leopold to seem as 
English as possible.’° 

Moreover, when Amery entered political life as a pronounced imperialist 
and Chamberlainite, a super-patriot of Britain and its empire, it must surely 
have seemed anomalous in the extreme for him to have had so much foreign 


14 My Political Life, i. 29. 

1 Rather curiously, however, Amery’s younger brother Harold François Saphir Amery entered 
Harrow under this name, according to the Harrow alumni books. Many of the converted Jews in 
Amery’s family circle were so-called ‘Hebrew Christians’ or heavily influenced by them. ‘Hebrew 
Christians’ desired the Jews to accept Jesus Christ as the Saviour but to retain their own traditional 
practices, such as circumcision. This raises a number of interesting questions about Amery: was he 
circumcized (presumably this was fairly unusual in Britain in the 1870s)? Did he perform a bar 
mitzvah ceremony at 13? Another very interesting question is what language Leopold Amery spoke 
in the home to his mother. It is entirely possible, even likely, that at least some of the time Amery 
spoke Yiddish in the home. Amery’s first cabinet position was as First Lord of the Admiralty in the 
‘Die-hard’ Tory cabinet of 1922; it is safe to say that Amery was the only Yiddish-speaking member 
of this cabinet. 
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ancestry. It might also be noted that, according to his autobiography, Amery’s 
paternal grandmother, Maria Trist, was ‘a descendant of one of the old Exeter 
Huguenot families’. Leopold Amery the super-patriot thus had only one 
authentically British grandparent, and hence joined a long line of strong 
nationalists—like Charles Stewart Parnell and Eamon de Valera—who were 
highly marginal, in their background, to the nation they championed. As 
with many people who harbour a secret about their background or early life, 
‘Keeping the Secret’ became an obsession intrinsically more important than 
the nature of the secret itself. It is really very difficult to see why anyone 
could possibly have cared that Leo Amery’s mother was Jewish. Indeed, as 
much as anything else Amery might have wished the secret to be hidden 
from Britain’s Jewish community, which could well have viewed him as ‘our 
man on the Tory front bench’ and have repeatedly asked him for favours he 
could not possibly have granted. What seems absolutely certain, however, is 
that Leo Amery was well aware of his Jewish ancestry. As a child he had 
certainly met most of his Jewish relatives who lived in Britain. He was one of 
the best-informed and most intellectually sophisticated men in British public 
life; he was a leading pro-Zionist when he had no obvious reason to be; most 
of all, he deliberately did everything possible to hide and conceal his origins, 
plainly lying about his Jewish ancestry in his autobiography. 

Most men who are hiding their Jewish ancestry, especially those in public 
life, would surely take pains to distance themselves as far as possible from 
Jewish issues; many might well have become anti-semites. Most remarkably, 
Amery behaved in precisely the opposite manner: while always concealing his 
Jewish background, it is no exaggeration to describe him as a ‘secret Jew’ who 
worked tirelessly on behalf of Jewish causes. In particular, he became a 
leading and life-long Zionist. Because of his increasingly significant political 
position, he was immensely influential in bringing about the success of the 
Zionist enterprise which eventually led to the establishment of the State of 
Israel. 

In his autobiography, Amery claims, rightly or wrongly, that ‘beyond a 
vague knowledge’ of Theodor Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism, he was 
‘completely unaware of the existence of the Zionist movement’ until 
converted to its programme by Sir Mark Sykes, an enthusiastic gentile 
Zionist, during the First World War.” Amery supported Zionism for two 
main reasons. He hoped to see the establishment in Palestine of ‘a prosperous 
[Jewish] community bound to Britain by ties of gratitude and interest’."* 
Secondly, he believed that the creation of a Jewish state would greatly 
diminish anti-semitism which is founded on fears of mass Jewish migration 
or upon instinctive hostility to an apparently international community. 
Amery’s views here were very close to the thought of the classical theorists 
of early Zionism, who believed that anti-semitism stemmed largely from the 

16€ My Political Life, i. 24. 
7 L, S. Amery, My Political Life, ii: War and Peace, 1914-29 (1953), p. 115. 
18 Ibid. 
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wholly ‘abnormal’ socio-economic and political structure of European Jewry, 
and would greatly diminish once the Jewish people had established a ‘normal’ 
state and society, which would radically alter the negative perception of Jews 
by the majority. Amery here showed a sympathetic affinity to the national- 
istic basis of Zionism rare in Britain. While Amery hailed the ‘spiritual forces 
which have always inspired the Zionist movement’, his support for Zionism 
was chiefly based on the fact that it was a nationalistic movement which 
aimed to normalize the status of Jews, and had little obvious basis in any 
Judaic religious conception of Zionism.” In addition, he obviously had very 
little affinity to the ideology of socialist Zionism to which many Zionist 
pioneers adhered. Amery’s Jewish nationalism also closely paralleled his 
British nationalism. 

Leopold Amery’s first and most signal concrete contribution to the Zionist 
movement came in October 1917 when, as political secretary to the war 
cabinet (a post he had held since the previous year, appointed by Lord 
Milner), he drafted the Balfour Declaration at Milner’s direct request. Milner 
gave Amery several unsatisfactory early versions of the Declaration, and 
Amery ‘quickly produced’ the celebrated letter, sent by Foreign Minister 
Arthur Balfour to Lord Rothschild, which committed Britain to establishing 
a Jewish ‘National Home’ in Palestine. This momentous document was, in 
effect, the founding charter of the State of Israel, which was established 
thirty-one years later. The full cabinet (of which Amery was not at that stage 
a member) made only two minor changes in Amery’s draft, altering Amery’s 
original promise of a ‘National Home for the Jewish race’ (the wording, given 
its source, is interesting), to Jewish people’ and omitting the last seven words 
from Amery’s original formulation regarding the rights ‘enjoyed by Jews in 
any other country who are contented with their existing nationality’. In his 
autobiography, Amery recalled Mark Sykes coming out of the fateful cabinet 
meeting ‘waving the text’ and exclaiming to Zionist leader Chaim Weiz- 
mann, who was waiting outside, ‘It’s a boy!. Amery noted that this ‘boy [was] 
destined to a vigorous and stormy youth, some of which I was to play my 
part in supervising’.” 

Amery’s next contribution to the origins of Israel came with his key 
importance in establishing the Jewish Legion, battalions of Jewish soldiers 
who served under British supervision in Palestine during the First World 
War. Amery, who was also Assistant Military Secretary to Lord Derby, the 
Secretary of State for War, acted as a crucial and sympathetic negotiator 
between British Zionists like Sir Simon Marks, themselves acting in 
conjunction with Palestinian Zionists like Vladimir Jabotinsky, and the 
British War Office. Marks, ‘an old friend from South African War days .. . 
turned to me... and enlisted my help in conducting the negotiations’ with 
the War Office, Amery wrote. As a result, three battalions of the Jewish 


L, S. Amery, My Political Life, ii. 116. 
2 Thid., pp. 116-17. 
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Legion were formed and served in Palestine. The Legion was probably the 
first explicitly Jewish fighting force known since Roman times, and became 
the original germ of what, thirty-one years later, became the Israeli Defence 
Force. Amery took great pride in this, claiming that ‘I seem to have had my 
finger in the pie, not only of the Balfour Declaration, but of the genesis of 
the present Israeli Army’.”" 

Amery’s time as Dominions Secretary in the Baldwin government (June 
1925—June 1929) saw him in charge of the Palestine Mandate. This period 
constituted arguably the most impressive time of peaceful growth in the 
history of the Jewish community in Palestine prior to independence. During 
this period an amazingly wide range of the infrastructure and characteristic 
institutions of the future Jewish state came into existence: Palestine was 
electrified; tens of thousands of acres of wasteland were reclaimed or 
purchased from the Arabs; roads and railways were extended; Israel’s 
famous diamond trade began; and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and 
the King David Hotel were established, as were the Agricultural Mortgage 
Trade, the Nesher Cement Works and Ihud, later Israel’s largest insurance 
company. All these developments proceeded with the strong backing of 
Amery, who visited Palestine in 1926. Relations between Jews and Arabs were 
also relatively harmonious, and only became violent shortly after he left 
office in 1929, especially with the rioting following the ‘Wailing Wall’ 
incident. Amery became a friend and associate of most of the key Zionist 
leaders of the time, especially Chaim Weizmann, the leader of the 
international Zionist movement, who paid tribute to Amery in his 1952 
autobiography Trial and Error for his ‘unstinted encouragement and support’. 
According to Weizmann, Amery ‘realized the importance of a Jewish 
Palestine in the British imperial scheme of things more than anyone else. 
He also had much insight into the intrinsic fineness of the Zionist move- 
ment’.” Another long-time friend was Vladimir Jabotinsky, the fiery, 
controversial right-wing Zionist leader who founded what is now Israel’s 
Likud party. Jabotinsky was regarded as an extremist by most mainstream 
Zionists, let alone by the British authorities, and Amery was among his few, 
and most valued, friends in British government circles to whom he 
frequently turned for support and advice. In February 1937, a few days 
after Jabotinsky presented evidence to the Peel Royal Commission on the 
future of Palestine, Amery was one of the organizers of a dinner in honour of 
the wartime Jewish Legion at which Jabotinsky was the guest of honour. 
According to Joseph B. Schectman, Jabotinsky’s associate and biographer, the 
dinner was boycotted by the entire mainstream Zionist movement, with 


21 Ibid., p. 118. 

2 Trial P Error: the Autobiography of Chaim Weizmann (1949), p. 231. Weizmann also noted 
significantly that Amery ‘in particular, was incensed when the leading Jews attacked the scheme 
openly in 1917’, a reference to the opposition by many assimilated British Jews to the Balfour 
Declaration. Thus, Amery appears to have been a very dedicated Zionist as early as 1917. As noted 
below, there is reason to suppose that Weizmann was aware of Amery’s Jewish background. 
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Weizmann sending a letter ‘stating that he was “compelled to leave for Paris” 
just that day’.” 

The Tory government of which Leo Amery was a prominent member lost 
office in 1929. When the National government was formed in August 1931, 
Amery was one of the most prominent Conservatives excluded from office, 
and he held no further ministerial position until the formation of Churchill’s 
wartime coalition in May 1940. Amery was an increasingly bitter critic of the 
National government’s policies of whittling down Britain’s commitments to 
the Jews in Palestine in order to appease the Arabs and in May 1939 attacked 
the notorious MacDonald White Paper on Palestine (which set a limit of 
75,000 further Jewish immigrants to Palestine over the next five years) in 
furious terms. ‘I have rarely risen with a greater sense of indignation and shame 
or made a speech which I am more content to look back upon’, he wrote in 
1955. ‘I need not dwell here on the immediate consequences’ of the White 
Paper, he continued, ‘on the doors of mercy shut on the hapless refugees from 
Hitler’s torture chambers, or on the growth, intelligible, though not excusable, 
of Jewish terrorism after the war’.* With Munich, Amery also grew closer to 
Winston Churchill and the anti-Appeasement Tories. On the face of it, Amery 
and Churchill would seem to have been the most natural of political allies, and 
they had known each other since they were contemporaries at Harrow. Yet 
until Munich they were at odds with one another as often as they agreed. 
Amery was, of course, a passionate advocate of tariff reform, of a high tariff 
wall around the whole British empire. In 1904 Churchill had left the 
Conservative party and joined the Liberals specifically because of his 
opposition to Joseph Chamberlain’s tariff reform scheme. Two decades later, 
Churchill’s appointment by Baldwin as chancellor of the exchequer while still 
a free trader meant that Amery’s hopes for an imperial tariff were dead for the 
nineteen-twenties. In the early nineteen-thirties both were out of office, but 
while Amery accepted the National government’s intentions for eventual 
dominion status for India, Churchill vehemently opposed any moves towards 
Indian self-government. Only in the late nineteen-thirties, when both opposed 
Neville Chamberlain’s Appeasement policies, did they grow closer. It was at 
this time, however, that Amery entered the history books with the speech for 
which he is best remembered, his celebrated peroration in the historic house of 
commons debate on 7 May 1940 over the conduct of the war, in which he 
quoted Cromwell’s speech to the Long Parliament, ‘Depart, I say, let us have 
done with you. In the name of God, go’. Amery’s famous speech, cited in 
every textbook history of twentieth-century Britain, is generally credited with 


3 J. B. Schechtman, Fighter and Prophet: the Vladimir Jabotinsky Story—The Last Years (New York, 
1961), p. 310. 

% L, S. Amery, My Political Life, iii: The Unforgiving Years, 1929-40 (1955), pp. 254, 257. 

5 Tt was not on this occasion, but 8 months earlier, on 2 Sept. 1939, that either Amery or Robert 
Boothby (or both) shouted to Labour deputy leader Arthur Greenwood, ‘Speak for England, Arthur’, 
as Greenwood rose to take part in the debate on Britain’s entry into the war, another political phrase 
which has become universally known. 
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bringing down the Chamberlain government and making Winston Churchill 
prime minister. 

Churchill appointed Amery to the position of Secretary of State for India, 
outside the smaller inner war cabinet. Amery also continued in this post, as a 
member of the cabinet, in the Conservative ‘caretaker’ government of May- 
June 1945. In retrospect, it is particularly regrettable that he was not given 
the Colonial Office. If anyone could have prevented the deterioration of 
relations between the Zionist movement and the British government, it was 
Amery, and the history of the Middle East over the past sixty years might 
well have been very different. 

Amery was clearly and deeply affected by news of the Holocaust, which 
began to filter back to Britain in the latter part of 1941. Amery’s 
autobiography ends in 1940, but his diary, edited by John Barnes and 
David Nicholson in 1988, contains occasional moving references to the Nazi 
genocide. On 5 June 1944 Amery recorded that he met Weizmann 


who had been informed on Saturday of the monstrous German blackmailing offer to 
release a million Jews in return for ten thousand lorries and other equipment, failing 
which bargain they proposed to exterminate them. He wanted my advice and all I 
could suggest was that he should write to Winston urging publication of this 
infamous piece of blackmail and a declaration by him and Roosevelt that if the threat 
materialised just revenge would be exacted, not only on the actual perpetrators but 
on all the heads of the German Government.” 


This entry is the more poignant when it is remembered that the infamous 
‘trucks for blood’ deal concerned Hungarian Jewry. (Ironically, however, the 
deportations to Auschwitz ceased on 8 July 1944 just before the Nazis 
reached Budapest Jewry, most of whom survived the war.) As with most of 
Amery’s comments on Jewish affairs, one can here readily sense two things; 
his unusual emotional involvement with the subject, and a hint that he 
restrained himself from saying even more. 

The Second World War also brought with it the central tragedy of 
Amery’s life, and the most appalling and inexplicable part of this extra- 
ordinary saga, the defection of his elder son John Amery (1912-45) to Nazi 
Germany. As with so many aspects of Amery’s hidden life, the full story 
remains to be written. Leopold Amery was surely the only cabinet minister in 
British history whose son was hanged for treason, yet no complete account of 
John Amery’s wartime career and execution has ever appeared, although his 
fate is mentioned in his father’s D.N.B. entry and is known to most people. 
There is an account of the Amery affair in Rebecca West’s The Meaning of 
Treason, while John Amery has a brief biographical notice, by M. R. D. Foot, 
in the D.N.B.’s Missing Persons volume.” The most complete account of John 


2° The Empire at Bay: the Leo Amery Diaries, 1929-45, ed. J. Barnes and D. Nicholson (1988), p. 986. 
Amery’s diary was dictated to a secretary, who typed up his dictation; it was not written by hand. 
27 R. West, The Meaning of Treason (2nd edn., 1952), pp. 189-202; D.N.B. Missing Persons (Oxford, 


1994), p. 15. 
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Amery’s life remains Leopold’s privately-printed pamphlet, ‘John Amery: an 
explanation’, written early in 1946 and published in 1988 as an appendix to 
the second volume of Amery’s Diaries. Everything which has become known 
about John Amery suggests that he was an extremely unpleasant, perverse 
and deeply troubled young man, ‘inclined’, according to his father, ‘to revolt 
against the trend of public opinion ... and . . . curiously indifferent to the 
consequences of his actions’. Even before the war he must have been a 
source of deep disappointment and vexation to his father. Sent to Harrow, 
from which he ran away at sixteen, he attempted to become a film producer, 
and want bankrupt at twenty-five. At the time of his death he had already 
been married three times. A fierce anti-Communist and Fascist sympathizer, 
John Amery found himself in France when the Third Republic collapsed: he 
gradually became a part of the Vichyite and collaborationist network, actively 
recruited by the Nazis. In 1943 he delivered six radio broadcasts in Germany 
urging a compromise peace between Britain and the Nazis. More seriously, 
he also toured prisoner-of-war camps in an attempt to create an anti- 
Communist ‘Legion of St. George’, consisting of interned British soldiers, 
who would fight with Nazi Germany against the Soviet Union. John Amery 
stated in his preliminary hearing that he never directly attacked Britain, and 
was not a Nazi, only an anti-Communist. Attempts by his brother Julian 
Amery to prove that he had, in the late nineteen-thirties, taken out Spanish 
citizenship (and thus did not commit treason against his country) failed, as 
did efforts by his counsel to show that he was mentally ill. To spare his 
family unnecessary pain, John Amery pleaded ‘guilty’ to the eight charges of 
treason brought against him at the Central Criminal Court in October 1945, 
apparently the only time that someone accused of treason in a British court 
has pleaded guilty. The Times stated that Amery’s ‘long black hair, curling up 
at the back, was carefully brushed. He wore a brown overcoat and a black 
and yellow scarf which was knotted at his neck’ and ‘appeared most of the 
time to have a half-smile on his face’. In its reporting of the case, The Times 
made virtually no reference to the fact that John Amery’s father had been a 
prominent cabinet minister only a few months before, describing the 
defendant in two reports as ‘having no occupation and no fixed address’.” 
The Home Secretary, Chuter Ede, found no grounds for a reprieve, and John 
Amery was hanged for treason at Wandsworth prison on 19 December 1945. 

Apart from John Amery: an explanation’, we know little about the 
response by Leopold Amery and his family to the unfolding tragedy of his 
son’s wartime activities. It seems clear, however, that Leopold Amery, a 
qualified barrister, had a very fair presentiment of what his son could expect 
when Germany surrendered. It also seems clear that Leopold harboured a 
considerable resentment towards his son. In January 1943 Amery made a new 


8 Leo Amery Diaries, p. 1072. 

2 The Times, 29 Nov., 10, 31 July 1945; see also 9 July, 10 Oct., 18 Dec. 1945. On the trial see also 
H. Shawcross, Life Sentence: the Memoirs of Lord Shawcross (1955), pp. 83-4. Shawcross was attorney- 
general at the time. 
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will, evidently replacing one drawn up earlier, which left everything to his 
wife and second son Julian. John Amery was not mentioned; he had been cut 
off without the proverbial farthing. 

It should be noted that John Amery was a convinced and vicious anti- 
semite, and anti-semitism was an important component in his pro-Fascism. 
Leopold Amery, in his ‘Explanation’, admitted that his son’s ‘failures in the 
film world, and his unfortunate experience with money-lenders, similarly 
inclined him to accept the current Nazi and Fascist doctrine of the Jews as 
the prime instigators of Communism as well as of the evils of international 
high finance’. One might, however, be sceptical about John Amery’s 
experience with Jewish money-lenders. His uncle (his mother’s brother) 
was Hamar Greenwood (1870-1948), created Baron Greenwood in 1929 and 
Viscount Greenwood in 1937, a Canadian-born barrister and industrialist 
who served as a Liberal M.P. and cabinet minister before joining the 
Conservative party in the nineteen-twenties. In the mid nineteen-thirties 
Greenwood was the chairman of eight companies, including Dorman Long, 
one of the largest steel manufacturers in the world. He was also honora: 
treasurer of the Conservative party, where he was renowned for ‘bullying, in 
a jovial way, substantial cheques’ from rich businessmen." It is difficult to 
believe that John Amery needed to resort to backstreet money-lenders, in the 
manner of a cheap Victorian novelette, when he had wealthy relatives like 
this, let alone become a Nazi supporter as a result. John Amery’s anti- 
semitism appears instead to have been purely ideological. In his wartime 
‘Proclamation’ to interned British soldiers when attempting to form the 
‘Legion of St. George’, Amery appealed ‘to all Britons to answer this call of 
arms in the defence of our homes and children and of all civilization against 
Asiatic and Jewish bestiality . . . [W]e intend giving the world proof that we 
are not all sold out to the Jew and the plutocrat’. 

An obvious question is whether John Amery knew of his own Jewish 
ancestry. There is no direct evidence on this point, but I am fairly sure that 
he did (Julian Amery, his younger brother, almost certainly did). If so, John 
Amery’s anti-semitism must represent part of an Oedipal revolt against his 
father, though a very unusual one, with the son of a right-wing father 
moving not to the extreme left (as one might expect) but to the very extreme 
right. John Amery also found himself, together with everyone in his 
generation, having to choose sides between murderous extremes, and was, 
in a sense, a victim of the ‘devil’s decade’ of rival totalitarianisms, although 
plainly his chosen response was an evil one. 

It is also unclear whether the Nazis knew anything at all about Amery’s 
Jewish ancestors, although it is very unlikely that they did. John Amery had 
one Jewish grandparent (the Greenwoods were of English and Welsh descent) 
which, in the Nazi racial hierarchy, might have just been acceptable. In any 


°° Leo Amery Diaries, p. 1072. 
`! D.N.B. Supplement, 1941-50, pp. 324-5. 
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case, the triumph they enjoyed in having the son of a British cabinet 
minister—and the man who brought Winston Churchill to power, no less— 
go over to their side obviously outweighed any negative factors. 

In his last years, Leopold Amery apparently drew even closer to his Jewish 
roots. He visited Israel with his son Julian in 1950, one of the earliest British 
notables to travel to the Jewish state after it was diplomatically recognized by 
Britain the previous year. He frequently addressed Jewish and Zionist bodies, 
opening, for example, an exhibition on ‘Manchester and Israel’ in 1954, a year 
before his death.” It seems arguable that Amery’s remarkable three-volume 
autobiography My Political Life, published in 1953-5, might well have 
revealed all about his Jewish background but for the tragedy of John 
Amery, whose Fascism and anti-semitism would then seem so bizarre and 
embarrassing as to overshadow the rest of the book. Leopold Amery went to 
his grave in September 1955 keeping the secret he had then maintained for 
seventy years. It is impossible not to be deeply moved by this story, which 
touches upon so many of the great events of the twentieth century and which 
included such tragedy. Yet through his actions Leopold Amery was also 
instrumental in shaping a better world, one where it is no longer necessary to 
choose between violent tyrannies but where it is easier for men of goodwill 
to tell the truth. 

Did anyone know of Amery’s Jewish ancestry apart from his closest 
relatives? Certainly very few did. I have never come across any references to 
it in any subsequently published monograph, autobiography, biography or 
book of memoirs. All the historians to whom I showed an earlier draft of 
this article denied any knowledge of Amery’s Jewish origins, among them 
historians who have worked for decades in this area, have published 
extensively in it and would certainly be very sensitive to any such 
possibility. Amery’s secret certainly was a secret. Nevertheless, I have also 
traced at least four occasions when the secret leaked out, at any rate 
momentarily. The first occasion was with the publication of The Jews’ Who’s 
Who, a scurrilous anti-semitic work produced in London in 1919 by H. H. 
Beamish, a fanatical racialist anti-semite and proto-Fascist. This work lists 
Amery along with dozens of other influential British Jews. Strangely, no 
evidence of any kind is provided as to why Beamish thought Amery was 
Jewish, although he notes that Amery was the son of the ‘late Charles F. 
Amery and Elisabeth Leitner’. Most of the entry dwells on the number of 
Jews involved in the Boer War, and states that Amery is ‘engaged in editing 
The Times History of the war in South Africa which is entirely silent on the 
subject of the Boer War having been brought about by the International 
Jew gang of financiers’. Curiously, there was nothing about the Balfour 
Declaration. The Jews’ Who’s Who was also notorious for claiming many 
persons as Jewish who were certainly not Jewish, among them Amery’s 


Obituary of Leopold Amery, Jewish Chronicle, 23 Sept. 1955. 
3 H. H. Beamish, The Jews’ Who’s Who: Israelite Finance—its Sinister Influence (1919), p. 75. 
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brother-in-law Hamar Greenwood (an Anglo-Saxon Protestant of English 
and Welsh descent), and such gentile business dynasties as the Astors, 
Brunners and Schroders. Conceived in the wartime mood of xenophobia, 
and just after the allegedly Jewish-dominated Russian Revolution of 1917, 
Beamish’s work claimed as Jewish’ virtually anyone with a foreign-sounding 
name. It is unlikely that many people took this work seriously, even on the 
extreme right. In 1934, most remarkably, Amery had a two-hour interview 
in Germany with Hitler.* It is almost inconceivable that, even in 1934, 
Hitler would have agreed to hold a lengthy, apparently friendly, interview 
with Amery if he had known of his Jewish background. The leading 
historian of the extreme right in Britain during the later nineteen-thirties, 
Professor Richard Griffiths, found no commentary of any kind in any 
extreme right-wing publication on Amery’s Jewish origins, although some 
on the extreme right were keen to hunt out anyone of Jewish descent 
connected with the British government.” On 12 March 1920 the Jewish 
Chronicle (the weekly newspaper of the Jewish community in Britain) 
published an anonymous letter (signed ‘Unofficial Registrar’) stating that 
‘two attributions to the Jewish race have recently appeared in the Press’, the 
first being the ex-Kaiser and the second 


Col. Amery, another notable to whom Jewish blood has been recently ascribed [for 
whom] there is more authority. I have memoranda that his mother was a near relative 
of the late Dr. Leitner of Woking (who was, undoubtedly, of Jewish descent). These 
notes were recorded by me many years before the recent publication of an anti- 
semitic work in which Col. Amery is classed among Jews. 


So far as is known, no further comments were made in any source about 
Amery’s Jewish background until 12 May 1940 (shortly after Amery’s ‘In the 
name of God, gol’ speech), when Bremen radio, broadcasting Nazi propa- 
ganda in English, stated that 


There is not much honour in killing little German children who were playing 
happily when death came down upon them, but do you think that British politicians 
regret this perfectly substantial atrocity? Listen to the report from the Yorkshire Post of 
24th January on the speech made by the half-Jew Leopold Amery, M.P., former 
Colonial Secretary for [sic] the British Cabinet. He permitted himself to say that the 
continual raiding of Germany would use up still more material as well as strengthen 
the determination of the people . . . Just try to imagine the mentality of a man who 
would like to see his own people bombed in order that their rage may be aroused. But 
perhaps I should not have said his own people. But it is feared there are Aryan 
Englishmen who share the same mentality . . °° 


3*4 My Political Life, iii. 128-31. 

> Letter to the author, 27 Feb. 1999. 

* ‘B.B.C. Daily Digest of Foreign Broadcasts’, no. 299, Monday 13 May 1940—Broadcast 22:15 
B.S.T. 12 May 1940. I am grateful to Dr. M. A. Doherty (University of Westminster) for providing 
me with this reference. The speaker was not identified in the ‘B.B.C. Daily Digest’ but, according to 
Dr. Doherty, ‘the tone is very typical of William Joyce’ (letter to the author, 20 Feb. 1999). 
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How the Nazis knew about Amery’s origins is a complete mystery. Despite 
the fact that no evidence exists that it was mentioned in extreme right-wing 
sources in Britain at this time, Nazi anti-semites might have been informed 
of it by British extremists; alternatively, it might have been provided by John 
Amery, who was already certainly in contact with pro-Nazi elements in 
Europe, although it is obviously difficult to see why he would publicize his 
own Jewish background. 

The fourth and final reference is perhaps the most curious of all. 
Following his death in September 1955, the Jewish Chronicle carried a 500- 
word obituary of Leopold Amery, dwelling on his support over many years 
for the Zionist movement. Out of the blue, the obituary stated that he was 
‘the son of Charles F. Amery . . . and Elisabeth Leitner, of a Jewish family of 
Budapest.” The Jewish Chronicle did not enlarge in any way upon this 
remarkable and startling statement, and published no correspondence on it in 
subsequent weeks.* 

That some members of the Anglo-Jewish community were aware of 
Amery’s background, especially very senior Zionist leaders, seems virtually 
certain. (Obviously, someone in the know must have provided the Jewish 
Chronicle with their information.) One significant fact is that Amery was 
appointed to the board of Marks and Spencer Ltd. in May 1936, serving until 
his resignation upon appointment to the cabinet in May 1940.” At the same 
time as Amery was appointed, two non-Jews, Captain C. E. Benson, D.S.O., 
and the marquess of Milford Haven, were also appointed to the board of this 
renowned Jewish firm whose principal owners, the Marks and Sieff families, 
were probably the leading financial contributors to the Zionist cause in 
Britain if not in the world. Amery’s appointment was particularly curious: 
although he had held directorships in a number of small financial concerns, 
he was not a businessman and had had no commercial experience, least of all 
in retailing; he was sixty-two years old, he had not held government office 
for seven years and there was no reason to suppose that he would ever hold 
office again. It seems likely that senior figures in the Zionist movement must 
have known something of his background. Conceivably Amery was regarded 
as valuable because of his relationship to Viscount Greenwood, the honorary 
treasurer of the Conservative party, but there were, surely, fifty other 
influential politicians who would have been happy to accept this directorship. 
Moreover, and even more remarkably, in June 1947, after his defeat in the 
1945 general election, Amery was reappointed to the Marks and Spencer 
board of directors. Amery was then seventy-two. Few expected the Tories to 
return to power for several decades. Most of all, having a son hanged for 


*” The obituary did not mention John Amery. 

*8 Despite this clear statement, Amery’s Jewish background apparently remained quite unknown 
within the Anglo-Jewish community, and I found no knowledgeable source who was aware of it. 

° Marks and Spencer Limited: the Chairman’s Speeches Delivered at the Annual General Meetings, 1927- 
64, Reprinted from The Times (1964), pp. 68, 95. I am most grateful to Roger Saoul for making this 
available to me. 
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treason as a wartime Nazi eighteen months before was not the most obvious 
qualification in the world for appointment to a Jewish firm. As with so much 
else in this remarkable story, a full and searching account remains to be 
written.” 


University of Aberystwyth WiutamM D. RUBINSTEIN 


Addendum 


Since writing this article a number of new and intriguing points about 
Leopold Amery’s background, and about the career of John Amery, have 
come to light. First, much more information is now available on Amery’s 
Jewish ancestors and relatives in Hungary. In 1999 I commissioned a 
genealogical firm in Budapest, ‘Family Tree-Csaladfa’, to identify all of the 
Saphir family in Hungary from Jewish community records. A large family 
tree (confirming all of the points made in the first part of this essay) was 
produced; a few of its details are worth noting here. Amery’s great-great- 
grandfather was named Israel Saphir. In the seventeen-seventies he was living 
in Csór in Fejér county, Hungary. He took the name ‘Saphir’ in 1787, when 
Hungarian Jews were compelled to take up German-sounding names. 
‘According to legends’ Israel took the name ‘Saphir’ because of a sapphire 
ring he was wearing.“ Israel’s eldest son, Gottlieb Saphir (d. 1832 in Budapest) 
married Sarolta (Charlotte) Brüll (d. 1819). This Gottlieb had four children, 
of whom Leopold (Lipot), Amery’s grandfather (1782-1845), was the second. 
Leopold was married twice. He had four children by his first wife, Henriette 
Hahn. Later in life, following the death of his first wife, he married Maria 
Herzberg, by whom he had two further children, Amery’s uncle and his 
mother. Several of Leopold Saphir’s children by his first wife magyarized 
their surname to Kovessi (or Kovessy). Among the more notable of Amery’s 
Hungarian relatives was Karoly Saphir (1817-1903), conductor of the 
National Theatre of Budapest, Elisabeth Amery’s older half-brother, and 
Dr. Ferenc Kovessy (1813-85), head physician of the general hospital of Fejér 
county, Hungary, another half-brother. The Saphir family were members of 
the ‘Neologue’ (Reform) Jewish community of Hungary, although by the late 
nineteenth century many had been converted to Christianity. 

Secondly, some remarkable suggestions made about Leopold Amery’s 
father have come to my attention. Amery’s father Charles Francis Amery 
(1833-1901) has long been one of the most mysterious characters in this saga. 


* There is no full biography of Leopold Amery. Until 1996, Amery’s voluminous papers were 
kept in the Eaton Square home of his son Julian Amery. According to A Guide to the Papers of British 
Cabinet Ministers, 1900-64, ed. C. Hazelhurst, S. Whitehead and C. Woodland (Cambridge, 1996), 
p. 25 ‘they were not generally available for research’. The reason, almost certainly, was that any 
historian attempting to write a biography using Amery’s papers would quickly penetrate the ‘Secret’. 
At present, the papers have been deposited at Churchill College, Cambridge, but are still absolutely 
closed to researchers. There are ‘17 box-files covering Amery’s early life’ (ibid.). 

“| “The Saphir family’, prepared by ‘Family Tree-Csaladfa’, Budapest, Hungary, Aug. 1999, p. I. 
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He was, almost certainly, the son of a tenant farmer in Lustleigh, Devon, just 
as Amery states in volume one of his autobiography.“ Nevertheless, it appears 
that very considerable doubt as to his origins exist in some quarters. In 1999, 
by chance I came across a family history of the Greenwood family (the family 
of Leopold Amery’s wife) in the library of the Society of Genealogists in 
London, Dr. Alexander Greenwood’s The Greenwood Tree in Three Continents. 
The author discusses Leopold Amery, who married into the family in 1910, 
and makes the extraordinary claim that ‘Amery’s grandfather was an 
Armenian merchant who had made a fortune in trading Asiatic carpets, 
among other things, and had assumed an Anglicised name and settled down 
in England to the life of an English gentleman’.* Obviously intrigued, I 
wrote to Dr. Greenwood in Canada, who informed me that ‘the information 

. came to me from Viscountess Greenwood who also said that his born 
surname was Imrie/Imri’. Nothing more, however, was known to him about 
these remarkable claims, and it will be seen that ‘Imrie’ and ‘Imri’ are 
apparently Magyar, not Armenian names. 

By coincidence, yet another account of Amery’s origins was sent to me at 
this time by Dr. David Dutton of Liverpool University. Dr. Dutton is 
preparing for publication the 1918 diary of Lord Derby (1865-1948), the 
prominent Conservative politician. The diary entry for 8 November 1918 
included the following account of Derby’s dinner with Lady Curzon and a 
man he names as ‘Wicksted Steed’. (There is no doubt that Derby means 
Henry Wickham Steed, the famous journalist, since he is described as 
‘Foreign Editor of the Times’. Wickham Steed (1871-1956) held this position 
from 1914 until 1919, when he was promoted to be editor of The Times.) 


I asked him why he attacked Amery and he said because Amery was Milner’s evil 
genius with regard to things in Eastern Europe. That he had put in a long 
Memorandum to the Cabinet in March in which he advocated Peace with Germany, 
some concessions to be made with regard to Alsace and Lorraine, we to keep all our 
Colonies we had captured, and Germany to be given a free hand in Russia; and he 
said there was no doubt that Milner endorsed that idea. He then began to describe 
Amery. I cannot remember the whole of the story but roughly it is this. Amery’s 
father was a Buda Pesth [sic] Jew who married a Jewess from some part of Germany. 
His father was taken into the Indian Forestry Department and something happened 
of a disagreeable character with the result that he disappeared from the scene 
altogether. Amery’s education was undertaken by his uncle, his mother’s brother, 
another Jew whose name I think he said was Lembach. This man was a rolling stone 
and turned up in Demarara where he made money and from there sent Amery to 
school at Harrow. Amery then, after leaving Harrow and before he became Press 
Correspondent in South Africa roamed about Austria and the Balkans and had got a 
smattering of knowledge with regard to those places. After the South African War he 
was Lord Milner’s Private Secretary and exercised a great influence over him but he 
had not a drop of English blood in his veins and was most untrustworthy. It was no 


#2 Amery, My Political Life, i. 21. 
*® A. Greenwood, The Greenwood Tree in Three Continents (Vancouver, 1988), p. 25. 
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use attacking in the papers a man of Amery’s standing. They had to attack the man of 
standing who Amery influenced. 


It is difficult to know what to make of this account, which includes 
garbled elements of fact and fiction. Amery’s uncle Gottlieb Leitner might 
well have paid for his education at Harrow—indeed, this seems far more 
likely than that his mother sacrificed every penny to do so—but it was 
Amery’s father, not his uncle, who ‘turned up in Demarara’. Nevertheless, 
although deeply confused, it is recognizable as a not inaccurate account of 
some aspects of Amery’s early life. One obviously wishes to know how 
Wickham Steed knew all of this, or indeed any of it, but as things stand there 
is no answer to this question. 

Was Amery’s father, then, a Hungarian Jew, a Magyar or an Armenian 
carpet salesman? None of these possibilities seems remotely plausible, since 
his baptism was unquestionably recorded in Lustleigh, Devon, in 1833, where 
he is listed as the son of a local tenant farmer. While one is therefore 
tempted simply to dismiss these claims as obviously nonsensical, it should be 
recalled that Amery’s father unquestionably had an affair, in central Europe 
and elsewhere, with an Austro-Hungarian subject named Clara Zapansky, 
and was successfully sued for divorce by Amery’s mother as a result. This 
raises the interesting questions of just why Charles Frederick Amery was in 
central Europe and, more pertinently, in what language he whispered sweet 
nothings to his mistress. It seems implausible that the son of a Devon tenant 
farmer was likely to be fluent in Hungarian, Yiddish, or any other relevant 
language. Once more, a full picture cannot yet be drawn. 

Dr. Greenwood also kindly sent me a copy of a letter he received from 
Julian Amery (by then Lord Amery), dated 29 July 1992, in response to 
enquiries about his ancestors. Lord Amery made the following comments on 
his alleged Armenian ancestry: 


Iam intrigued by your reference to an Armenian connection. I have heard of it before 
but cannot substantiate it. On my father’s side the parish registers go back in 
unbroken line to the time of Monmouth’s rebellion when earlier parish registers 
[appear] to have been destroyed. I cannot say what happened on the distaff side, but 
an Armenian connection in Devonshire seems exotic. 

I am much less sure about my grandmother’s provenance. She was the daughter of 
a Hungarian officer killed in the 1848 revolution. She and her brother were brought 
to Istanbul as children where her mother remarried a Swabian, Lutheran missionary. 
It was, of course, a great Armenian centre in those days so some link is possible. If you 
have any information I should be grateful for it. The Armenians have a great gift for 
amassing wealth but I don’t seem to have inherited it. 


The second paragraph here is, of course, wholly inaccurate; it is difficult to 
believe that it is not also wholly disingenuous. As noted previously, Lord 
Amery’s great-grandfather was a Jewish woollen merchant who died in 1845; 
his widow’s second husband, Dr. Johann Leitner, was not a ‘Swabian’ and was 
never a Lutheran. One cannot be certain, but it seems extremely hard to 
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believe that Lord Amery was not fully aware of this. One historian with 
whom I have been in contact heard Julian Amery joking about his Jewish 
ancestry; Julian accompanied his father on his visit to Israel in 1950, where 
they met Chaim Weizmann and other notables, and it seems very unlikely 
that Amery’s Jewish ancestry was never discussed at any stage. 

More information has also come to light about John Amery’s Nazi 
involvement, which now appears blacker than ever. Yale University Press 
recently reprinted Max Weinreich’s Hitler’s Professors: the Part of Scholarship in 
Germany's Crimes Against the Jewish People, originally published in 1946 by 
Yivo (the Yiddish Scientific Institute, in New York). In this work Weinreich 
gave the details of the so-called International Anti-Jewish Congress, to be 
held in Cracow in 1944, which was to be addressed by such Nazi leaders as 
Joseph Goebbels, Hans Frank and Alfred Rosenberg, and also numbered 
among the speakers eleven anti-semitic writers and activists (including Amin 
al-Husseini, the grand mufti of Jerusalem).* One of the eleven speakers was 
to be John Amery, who was scheduled to deliver a paper on Jewish Influence 
in the English Ruling Stratum’. Apparently, because of the worsening war 
situation, the well-advanced plans for this conference were dropped in late 
July 1944.° Presumably, therefore, John Amery’s paper was never actually 
written; it would certainly have made fascinating reading. 


“ M. Weinreich, Hitler’s Professors: the Part of Scholarship in Germany's Crimes Against the Jewish 
People (1st pub. 1946; repr. New Haven, Conn., 1999), pp. 225-35. 

4 Ibid., p. 232. 

* Ibid., p. 233. 
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